The so-called Bologna process is one of the most disputed and one of the most influential longterm policy changes the European Union has ever succeeded to start. At first glance, its goals appeared rather basic: increase the comparability and compatibility of European higher education structures, their quality and outcomes. At second glance, it is more than astonishing that this process has been more successful in changing century-old structures in so many countries and far beyond the borders of the EU than student reforms and world wars. By 2019, 48 states have joined the European Higher Education Area (EHEA).
In the introductory contribution of this special issue of the journal "innovation", Eva Vögtle explains the political mechanics of "one of the greatest socio-economic reform initiatives of the last decades". She provides a condensed, up-to-date overview of the Bologna Process with regard to structural characteristics and embeds it into a discussion on processes of voluntary policy convergence and harmonisation. From her analysis it becomes clear that in the Bologna process which started as an intergouvernemental initiative the European Commission acted more and more as an active agenda setter and promoter of its policy preferences, as a normative attempt to define appropriate operational logics for European universities. Vögtle points out different ways to conceive the Bologna Process: as an institutionalised structure for the exchange of information among participating countries that is linked to all of the mechanisms of transnational communication; as a form of transnational problem-solving; as an example of policy diffusion, but also as a model of international policy promotion; and overall, as a vastly successful global public policy strategy. Remains only the issue of non-implementation of policies which leads Vögtle to the conclusion that insufficient involvement of (national) stakeholders across the EHEA or simply their lack of interest to participate in a process of harmonisation from top-down might have compromised the utopy of Bologna.
One principal goal of the Bologna process was and is to enhance student mobility across Europe by establishing a convergent system of study cycles and degrees. In his contribution, Ulrich Teichler investigates wether and how this goal has been achieved. His article is the first endeavour to put together the more or less deplorable database in the EU and in member states in order to get a comprehensive overview of the quantitative development of student mobility in Europe in the first two decades of the Bologna Process. Efforts to increase international student mobility have started directly after the 2nd World War mostly through agreements about the recognition of study and financial support for mobile students. Bologna could build on these experiences and also on the immense popularity of the ERASMUS programme, often named as the single most popular programme of the European Union. The spread of the bachelor-master structure seems to have triggered an increase of degree mobility from outside Europe to Europe in the early years. Overall, the rates of students from outside the EU increased significantly while intra-European mobility remained more or less stable. So Teichler comes to the conclusion that no real push effect of the Bologna process on student mobility can be claimed.
It goes without doubt that the Bologna process has provided significant impetus for the structural development and cooperation efforts in the area of higher education around the world. Three articles in this issue analyse this in-depth: Pavel Zgaga, who is both a researcher and a politician who himself signed the Bologna declaration on behalf of Slovenia in 1999, allows some looks behind the curtain out of his personal experience and presents a theoretical explanation for the trans-European Bologna impact. There is general consensus that although the Bologna process was meant to deal with internal European problems, it had a strong impact outside Europe. A first step was to determine possible membership in the EHEA by the circle of the signatories to the European Cultural Convention (1954) which goes far beyond EU boundaries; a second step was the commitment to share experiences with other continents. Interestingly enough, the spirit of Bologna was not one of competitiveness but rather of cooperation and common academic values while, on a political level, the issue of European competitiveness was always present.
Two other articles in this issue analyse the "rather complex puzzle" (Zgaga) of global reactions to the Bologna process. Jeroen Huisman looks at policy adoption processes in post-soviet higher education systems. He shows that the soft-governance approach and open-ended nature of the Bologna process was, astonishingly, very successful in bringing about change in Eastern-European higher education systems just because there was no risk of sanctions. In his qualitatively-oriented approach focusing on the domestic intentions and challenges in trying to adopt the Bologna ideas Huisman compares the cases of England, the Netherlands, Norway, Russia, Ukraine, Lithuania and Kazakhstan. In all these case studies, it can be demonstrated that domestic legacies (either in terms of higher education structures or in terms of political legacies) to a large extent explain the degree of successful adoption of Bologna policies. Philipp Pohlenz comes to a slightly different conclusion while analysing the adoption of the Bologna process in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), one of Europe's competing "neighbour regions". The focus of ASEAN in building a higher education area has been on quality of higher education and student mobility, but not on a common higher education space. Also, unlike the Bologna process, the process in ASEAN is more decentralised and its driving forces (university networks, quality assurance agencies, regional organisations) are promoting the whole process bottom-up, not top-down as it most often was the case within the EHEA. So all in all, the ASEAN process can be regarded as a "regatta" as opposed to the Bologna "fleet", a bottom-up process relying on social cohesion and trustand partly threatened by the obsession with rankings and flagship universities loosing touch with their national university systems. Such processes weaken the ASEAN notion of "togetherness".
The prospect of a no-deal Brexit threatens European "togetherness" and highlights different models of European integration which may be called Europe à la carte, Multispeed, Variable Geometry, and Flexible Cooperation. Amélia Veiga, in her contribution, undertakes to explore the chances and risks of these differentiated integration models in the field of higher education policies. By "unthinking" the EHEA Veiga tries to capture the tension between the driver towards further integration and the political management of the "differences" in achieving this political goal. Differentiated integration emerges as a strategy to both promote integration and justify non-integration. In a global context of excellence initiatives strengthening "world class universities", such a strategy may reduce territorial cohesion, solidarity among member states, and cultural and linguistic diversity as values of the EHEA. In this perspective, Veiga presents the Bologna process as a technology of power (Foucault) which shapes the conduct of national higher education systems and induces specific ends associated with performance, accountability, and excellence while hindering the awareness about diversity and the possibility of alternate futures.
Two discussion papers by George Turner and Micha Teuscher conclude the special issue and serve as an example for ongoing political and structural debates. Turner, former secretary of state for higher education in Berlin, is a strong defender of the "old" university system and depicts Bologna as a fundamental threat to European values and academic achievements, while Micha Teuscher, long-standing speaker of the German Universities of Applied Sciences (UAS) and president of Hamburg UAS, praises the Bologna process as the most important driver for modernisation of the German university system and a huge step forward for UAS.
As a conclusion, the Bologna process initiated 20 years ago, confronts us with fundamental questions about the European integration process that is facing the greatest challenge in its history to date. National interests dominate again, globalisation exerts a strong pressure on higher education systems and imposes a spirit of competition, utilitarian approaches to education prevail against the Humboldtian idealthe contrast to the Bologna spirit of 1999 is more than obvious. In the Bologna process, soft policies proved to be a mighty instrument for catching and focussing societal change and speeding it up. The worldwide shift towards policies of national interest might therefore also slow down processes of change and modernisation. Overall, this issue aspires to commemorate and actualise the achievements of Europeanization in a rougher world.
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